Several empirical lines of investigation support the idea that syllable-sized units may be involved in visual word recognition processes. In this perspective, the present study aimed at investigating further the nature of the process that causes syllabic effects in reading. To do so, the syllable frequency effect was investigated in French using event related potentials while participants performed a lexical decision task (Experiment 1). Consistent with previous studies, manipulating the frequency of the first syllable in words and pseudowords yielded two temporally distinct effects. Compared to items with a first syllable of low frequency, items with a syllable of high frequency elicited a weaker P200 component, reflecting early sub-lexical facilitation, and a larger N400 component, supposed to ensue from competition between syllabic neighbours. To examine which factors determine the strength of interference during lexical access, regression analyses were conducted on the late temporal window potentials. The inhibitory syllable frequency effect was best predicted by leader strength, that is, the frequency ratio between the most frequent syllabic neighbour and the others. When this variable was directly manipulated while controlling for syllable frequency and number of higher frequency syllabic neighbours (Experiment 2), electrophysiological data confirmed the impact of leader strength. The results are discussed in the context of interactive activation-based models augmented with syllabic representations.
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Introduction
Since the earliest attempts to analyze reading behaviour, at the dawn of experimental psychology, it has been largely accepted that visual word recognition processes must involve functional units larger in size than the single letter, and smaller than the word. Yet, despite extensive investigation, the exact nature of sublexical reading units and the mechanisms through which their perception influences reading still escapes full understanding. Several empirical lines of investigation support the idea that syllable-sized letter strings might be important, and one major source of evidence comes from the finding that printed words that begin with a frequent syllable tend to be harder to identify than those with a less frequent first syllable, a phenomenon known as the syllable frequency effect. The present study aimed at investigating further the nature of the process that causes the syllable frequency effect, by examining the time-course of processing through event related potentials (ERPs) collected during the lexical decision task.
In a seminal study, Carreiras, Alvarez, and de Vega (1993) compared recognition latencies for words with initial syllables of high frequency to those for words with syllables of low frequency. An inhibitory effect was found, high syllable-frequency (HSF) words being processed more slowly than low syllable-frequency (LSF) words. Since that first report, the effect has been replicated in several languages: Spanish (Alvarez, Carreiras, & Taft, 2001; Conrad, Carreiras, & Jacobs, 2008; Conrad, Carreiras, Tamm, & Jacobs, 2009 ), French (Chetail & Mathey, 2009 Conrad, Grainger, & Jacobs, 2007 ; see also Mathey & Zagar, 2002) and German (Conrad & Jacobs, 2004; Hutzler, Conrad, & Jacobs, 2005; Stenneken, Conrad, & Jacobs, 2007) . At a theoretical level, the effect has been accounted for in terms of competition among candidate words sharing the initial syllable (Carreiras et al., 1993) . The more frequent a syllable, the more words share it. This pool of words sharing a given syllable at the same position is referred to as the syllabic neighbourhood, a notion forged by analogy with orthographic neighbourhood (Coltheart, Davelaar, Jonasson, & Besner, 1977 
